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The first of these collections was titled Splinters—splinters, 
that is, from the cross. The title of the second can be translated 
Denouement. The change, however, was there. The mood and 
imagery of his earlier work survived through an inner tranfor- 


mation which seemed uncompleted until, in 1975, he pub- 


lished Space and Relationship, a collection of poems 
interspersed with photographs of the sculptures of Erzsébet 
Schaar. | 

‘I would like to write,’ Pilinszky said, ‘as if I had remained 
silent.’ He is not alone among modern poets, particularly those 
of his generation and experience, in his obsession with per- 
sonal silence. As it is used by those Indian saints who refuse to 
speak at all until the ultimate truth speaks through them, or as 
Socrates used it before his judges, or as Christ used it before his 
accusers, silence can be a resonant form of speech. Pilinszky, 
who is rarely ironic and never Messianic, makes us aware of 
another silence. 

It is impossible not to feel that the spirit of his poetry aspires 
to the most naked and helpless of all confrontations: a Christ- 
like posture of crucifixion. His silence is the silence of that 
moment on the cross, after the cry. 

The silence of artistic integrity ‘after Auschwitz’ is a real 
thing. The mass of the human evidence of the camps, and of 
similar situations since, has raised the price of ‘truth’ and real. 
ity and ‘understanding’ beyond what common words seem 
able to pay. The European poets who have been formed by this 
circumstance are well known. They have only continued to 
write, when at all, with a seasoned despair, a minimal, much- 
examined hope, a special irony. But because he was as he was, 
consumed with religious awareness, Pilinszky shifted the 
problem into other dimensions—which are more traditional 
but also, perhaps, broader and older, more intimately relevant, 
more piercing. 

This is not to suggest that his poetry is in its inmost spirit 
necessarily Christian. The poems are nothing if not part of an 
appeal to God, but it is a God who seems not to exist. Or who 
exists, if at all, only as he exists for the stones. Not Godless- 
ness, but the immanence of a God altogether different from 
what dogmatic Christianity has ever imagined. A God of 
absences and negative attributes, quite comfortless. A God in 
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whose creation the camps and modern physics are equally at 
home. But this God has the one Almightiness that matters: He 
is the Truth. 

We come to this Truth only on the simplest terms: through 
what has been suffered, what is being suffered, and the objects 
that participate in the suffering. The mysterious thing is that in 
Pilinszky the naked, carnal, helpless quality of this truth is 
fused with the utmost spiritual intensity. The desolate furnish- 
ings of his vision are revealed by their radiance. The epiphany 
of this peculiarly bleak and pitiless God is the flash-point in all 
these psalms. ! 

In each poem, we find the same diamond centre: a post- 
apocalyptic silence, where the nail remains in the hand, and 
the wound cannot speak. All the light of Pilinszky's religious 
feeling radiates from the fixity of that crystal. The only possi- 
ble direction of movement is away from the nailed wound— 
out of the flesh, and that he rejects. 

In this final biological humiliation and solitude, say the 
poems, nothing can help. Sexual love becomes a howl, or a 
dumbness groping for somebody—anybody—in the dazzling 
emptiness. In his love poems, ‘he’ is separated from ber as the 
flesh is separated from meaning and hope. and as the spirit is 
separated from any form of consolation. Yet Pilinszky's horror 
at the physicality and wretchedness of this trap is without any 
taint of disgust. 

And how is it, we might well ask, that this vision of what is, 
after all, a Universe of Death, an immovable, unalterable hor- 
ror, where trembling creatures still go uselessly through their 
motions, how is it that it issues in poems so beautiful and satis- 
fying? How do his few poor objects, his gigantic empty vistas, 
come to be so unforgettably alive and lit? The convict's scraped 
skull, the chickens in their wooden cages, the disaster- 
blanched wall, which recur like features of a prison yard—all 
have an eerie glowing depth of hieratic beauty, like objects in 
an early religious painting. 

They reveal a place where-every cultural support has been 
torn away, where the ultimate brutality of total war has 
become natural law, and where man has been reduced to the 
mere mechanism of his mutilated body. All words seem obso- 
lete or inadequate. Yet out of this apparently final reality rise 
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FISH IN THE NET 


We are tossing in a net of stars. 
Fish hauled up to the beach, 
gasping in nothingness, 
mouths snapping dry void. 
Whispering, the lost element 
calls us in vain. 

Choking among edged stones 
and pebbles, we must 

live and die in a heap. 

Our hearts convulse, 

our writhings maim 

and suffocate our brother. 

Our cries conflict but 

not even an echo answers. 

We have no reason 

to fight and kill 

but we must. 

So we atone but our atonement 
does not suffice. 

No suffering 

can redeem our hells. 

We are tossing in a starry net 
and at midnight 

maybe we shall lie on the table 
of a mighty fisherman. 
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